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Abstract 
 As the Internet becomes integrated with our daily lives, we are gradually stepping into the 
network society, where we could interact with people we may rarely or never meet. 
Moreover, the emergence of the network society suggests that the space and time are quite 
different from the former societies. Within the new social context, is there really any trust 
between persons who are not in the same place? Why should we trust those strangers online? 
How could we trust them? All these issues are very important for inquiry the working 
mechanisms of social capital in the network society. This paper try to distinguish some 
misunderstandings, and suggest that trust online is a real social construction, which has a 
great meaning for social capital in the network society. 
 
In the past three decades, social capital, as a buzzword had been widely used within contemporary 
social science and the humanities (Field 2008:48; Arrow 2000:3; Lin 2001:2; Halpern 2005:1; Farr 
2004:6). The application of the Internet, meanwhile, had been largely adopted around the world, and a 
large number of literatures were published on the Internet and its influence on our daily life, work and 
learning, etc. Only few scholars, however, study the two items together. For example, examine the 
development and utility of social capital in the context of the Internet. Similarly, the majority of 
researches about social capital in education is almost carried within the context of traditional or 
industrial society, while intentionally or not neglects the online learning. 
To some degree, it is mainly because that we still know little about the network society. In the new 
nonlinear and digitalizing society, the space and time, as the fundamental dimensions of human life 
(Castells 1996: 375), become quite different from former societies.  In fact, there are few literatures 
use the sociological concepts, such as space, time and postmodern knowledge, to inquiry the essences 
and characters of the web learning (Ye 2008). 
In this way, this paper aims to inquiry social capital in the context of the network society, especially 
on its fundamental dimension, trust. First, it would review concepts like capital, social capital, and 
literatures on social capital in education. Second, the network society would be illustrated briefly. 
Third, some issues on trust in the network society would be analyzed. Finally, we would propose a 
preliminary research agenda on social capital in the network society.  
Social Capital and Education 
 
The notion of capital was firstly referred to money which was put to use as a loan as distinct from the 
interest on that loan. Until the eighteenth century that economists began to extend it to take in not just 
financial resources but any wealth which could be used to generate future wealth (Albrow 1999: 15). 
According to Arrow (2000: 4), the term ‘capital’ implies three aspects: (a) extension in time; (b) 
deliberate sacrifice in the present for future benefit; and (c) alienability. Yet, Bourdieu, who defines it 
as the accumulated labor. In this article, we adopt the last definition, that is to say, the individual or 
group would gain more social resource by appropriating capital. 
When we use the concept of social capital, most of us borrow it from Bourdieu, Coleman or Putnam, 
those who are regarded as the three fathers of social capital (Adam & Roncevic 2003:157). Moreover, 
scholars like Portes, Woolcock, Burt and Lin, together with the World Bank, are all giving their own 
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definitions respectively. Totally to say, despite these differences, there is a consensus in literatures that 
social capital stands for the ability of actors to secure benefits by virtue of membership in social 
networks or other social structures (Portes 1998:6), and it is the resource that based on the personal 
networks (Ho 2003:58). 
Most educational researches on social capital followed either Bourdieu or Coleman. In the Northern 
American, however, the mainstream of educational research has mainly employed a Colemanesque 
approach to the conceptualization of social capital (Dika & Singh 2002). In summary, those researches 
almost show that social capital and the educational outcomes are positively linked. Further, social 
capital is also an important resource to help enhance the students’ learning efficiency and improve the 
quality of the school (Ho 2003). Meanwhile, social capital is an appropriate analytical tool for 
educational policy and learning innovation. 
 The Network Society 
By the end of 2009, the number of worldwide Internet users reached 1,802 million, accounted for 26.6 
percent of the whole global population1. While thirty years ago, the Internet just emerged from 
specialized communities in the world of researchers, techies, hackers and countercultural communities 
(Castells 2002: xxxi). Until now, the information technology revolution, and the restructuring of 
capitalism, have induced a new form of society, the network society (Castells 1996, 2004: 1), which is 
the dominant form of social organization in our time (Castells 2001b: 166). 
In brief, the network society is a social structure made of information networks powered by the 
information technologies characteristic of the informationalist paradigm. The social structure means 
the organizational arrangements of humans in relationships of production, consumption, experience, 
and power, as expressed in meaningful interaction framed by culture (Castells 2001b: 166). A network 
is a set of interconnected nodes. A node is the point at which a curve intersects itself. What a node is, 
concretely speaking, depends on the kind of concrete networks of which we speak. For instance, they 
are stock exchange markets in the global financial flows (Castells 1996: 470). 
Networks work on a binary logic: inclusion/exclusion. In a social structure, social actors and 
institutions program the networks. But once programmed, information networks, powered by 
information technology, impose their structural logic on their human components. All nodes are 
necessary to the network, and when nodes become redundant, networks tend to reconfigure themselves, 
deleting nodes and adding new, productive ones. In this sense, the network is an automaton.  (Castells 
2001b: 166-167) 
According to Castells, the network society is characterized by the globalization of strategically 
decisive economic activities. By the flexibility and instability of work, and the individualization of 
labor. By a culture of real virtuality constructed by a pervasive, interconnected, and diversified media 
system. And by the transformation of the material foundations of life, space and time through the 
constitution of a space of flows and of timeless time, as expressions of dominant activities and 
controlling elites. (Castells 2004: 1). 
The Space Of Flows 
 
Castells regards that space is not a photocopy of society, but the expression of society; spatial forms 
and processes are formed by the dynamics of the overall social structure; the network society is 
constructed around flows: flows of capital, flows of information, flows of technology, flows of 




organizational interaction, flows of images, sounds, and symbols (1996: 410-412). Furthermore, 
Castells propose the idea that the space of flows, which is the material organization of time-sharing 
social practices that work through flows, become to dominate and shape the network society (Castells 
1996: 412). 
Specifically, the space of flows, as the material form of support of dominant processes and functions 
in the informational society, can be described by the combination of at least consist of three layers. 
The first layer, the first material support of the space of flows, is actually constituted by a circuit of 
electronic impulses (microelectronics, telecommunications, computer processing, broadcasting 
systems, and high-speed transportation) (Castells 1996: 412). 
The second layer of the space of flows is constituted by its nodes and hubs. It is based on an electronic 
network, but this network links up specific places, with well-defined social, cultural, physical and 
functional characteristics. Some places are exchangers, communication hubs playing a role of 
coordination for the smooth interaction of all the elements integrated into the network. Other places 
are the nodes of the network, that is the location of strategically important functions that build a series 
of locality-based activities and organizations around a key function in the network. Location in the 
node links up the locality with the whole network. Both nodes and hubs are hierarchically organized 
according to their relative weight in the network. (Castells 1996: 413) 
The third important layer of the space of flows refers to the spatial organization of the dominant, 
managerial elites. (Castells 1996: 415) 
The space of flows is not the only spatial logic of our societies. For instance, there still remain the 
traditional space and the organized space (Bauman 1998: 16-17). It is, however, the dominant spatial 




Contemporary societies are still by and large dominated by the notion of clock time, and modernity 
can be conceived, in the material terms, as the dominance of clock time over space and society. In the 
network society, this linear, irreversible, measurable, predictable time is being shattered (Castells 1996: 
432-434). Meanwhile, the timeless time, which is labeled by Castells (1996: 464) as the dominant 
temporality of our society, comes into being. It occurs when the characteristics of a given context, 
namely, the informational paradigm and the network society, induce systemic perturbation in the 
sequential order of phenomena performed in that context. This perturbation may take the form of 
compressing the occurrence of phenomena, aiming at instantaneity, or else by introducing random 
discontinuity in the sequence. 
 
That is to say, the timeless time actually consists of two different forms: simultaneity and timelessness. 
The former means that, instant information throughout the globe, provides unprecedented temporal 
immediacy (Castells 1996: 461). The latter indicates that the mixing of times in the media, within the 
same channel of communication and at the choice of the viewer/interactor, creates a temporal collage, 
where not only genres are mixed ,but their timing becomes synchronous in a flat horizon, with no 
beginning, no end, no sequence (Castells 1996: 462). Consequently, for the first time in history, a 
unified global capital market, working in real time, has emerged (Castells 1996: 434). 
 
Meanwhile, Information technology makes it possible to transcend time and place. It makes both 
global real-time operation and operation in “un-real” time possible. The latter refers to the fact that IT 
systems facilitate a way of doing things, in which contributions to a process do not have to be made in 
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synchronous time. This means a new, more flexible relationship to time, which breaks the mold of 
everyone working in the same sequential time. This results in the possibility of organizing one’s own 
time and of living one’s life in a new way (Himanen 2004: 427). 
 
Until now, maybe we could depict a draft vision of the network society, which companied with the 
development of the humankind itself, especially, the revolutionary application of IT, the traditional 
idea of space and time are gradually replaced by the time-space distanciation (Giddens 1990). 
Consequently, the main part of the world’s political, economic and cultural components and power 
would be transformed into the Network Society at large. The Internet, on the one hand, acts as the 
fundamental physics infrastructure, and would promote the circulating of all type of flows (e.g. money, 
power) freely, and ran across the space and time. Thus, it induces the characteristics of the space of 
flows and the timeless time. On the other hand, in line with the network logic, the Internet itself would 
generally reshape its inner structure, renew network nodes, and selectively intake some useful local 
resource. All this would help to ensure the network go on smoothly and robustly. After all, the most 
important is to reuse and reproduce the flows among the network effectively, which aims to make 
profits and add values. 
 
In one word, that linkage with the network probably means a ceaselessly flowing and a promising 
future. On the contrary, any stop would induce cutting off from the network, and which suggests that 
game is over. 
 
 Trust In the Network Society 
 
When we talk about social capital, the concept of trust has frequently been mentioned, which is often 
regarded either as the main component of social capital (Fukuyama 1995; Putnam 2000), or as a key 
precondition for building up social capital (Lin 2001: 147, 246). Therefore, before inquiring social 
capital in the network society, it is obviously to make clear that if we could raise more substantial trust 
relationship among people. 
 
Giddens (1990: 34) defined trust as confidence in the reliability of a person or system, regarding a 
given set of outcomes or events, where that confidence expresses a faith in the probity or love of 
another, or in the correctness of abstract principles. According to Giddens, the modern trust 
relationship mainly manifest at two dimensions: on the one hand, trust relationships base on pure 
relationship. Modernity has dissolved the traditional affinity social relationship, and replaces it by the 
emergence of the ‘pure relationship’, which refers to the relationship exists solely for whatever 
rewards that relationship as such can deliver. Actually, pure relationships presuppose ‘commitment’, 
which is a particular species of trust (Giddens 1991: 6). 
 
On the other hand, based on the abstract system, trust deeply involves with symbolic tokens and expert 
systems. The former are many kinds of communicative media, such as money, stocks and bank credit 
cards. And the latter refers to the system of technical accomplishment or professional expertise. 
Consequently, the abstract systems constitute the fundamental living conditions for populace, who 
know little about the system itself. 
 
In brief, the development of modernity has promoted the transformation of the trust relationship. That 
is to say, trust depends upon the disembedding mechanism instead of the traditional locality.  
 
Against with the real world, many of us regard the cyberspace as a virtual, ephemeral, flexible, or even 
fraud and decisive one. Yet, we should pay enough attention that virtual activity is a concrete social 
construction, while not unreal or illusionary (huang 2001: 197).  Moreover, even though it is the most 
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powerful media in history, the Internet is no more than a technological product, which would not 
predominant the evolutionary orientation of our society (Castells 2001a). 
 
While the new pattern of sociability in our societies is characterized by networked individualism, 
which suggests that individuals build their networks, online and off-line, on the basis of their interests, 
values, affinities, and projects ( Castells 2001a: 131) . In this course, the Internet acts as a physical 
accelerator, while the network society provides an ideal communicative platform for the 
individualizing personalities. Conversely, as more and more virtual communities were built up online, 
the Internet becomes even more important than ever, and the network society gradually gains its 
dominant place in the information age. 
 
So, we could make sure that, the virtual, ephemeral and flexible personal relationships are the 
consequences of modernity, while not of the Internet. Actually, the Internet is not just a tool, it is an 
essential medium for the network society to unfold its logic (Castells 2002: xxxi).  
 
Now, it is very clear that, issues on trust in the network society should inquiry how to build up trust, 
while not on network itself. As Rämö (2007: 250) once stated that, networking implies connections 
(nodes) but underrates the importance of trustful relationships between humans (not machines). 
Undoubtedly, speed and ease of connection determine technological progress, but people trust other 
people they know, and getting to know someone tends to take time. Focusing On Relationships, Rather 




The rise of the network society does not mean the end of the traditional and industrial society. As 
Castells (1996: 436) has pointed out that family ties still provide social cohesion in the new society. In 
a thesis on distance learning, Kazmer and Haythornthwaite (2001: 526) suggested that, the issues that 
emerges is not how students’ manage online involvement but instead how they integrate this new 
world into their array of existing worlds. Consequently, it would be more difficult to explore the 
essences of trust and social capital in such a complicated context.  
 
What is more, this article only discusses some issue that people could trust each other in the network 
society, and more empirical studies will be needed in the future. Meanwhile, trust is an important 
foundation for exploring social capital in the network society; however, it is not the whole. Issues, 
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